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Institutional Saga 
How to be a successful university president	

Rule No. 1: Be well informed (acclimated or indoctrinated) to the 
history, traditions, and cultures of your university. 
Universities are NOT like Washington, adapting to a new 
administration, or a corporation, adapting to a new CEO. 
Universities are based on long standing traditions and continuity, 
evolving over many generations (in some cases, even centuries) 
with very particular sets of values, traditions, and practices. 
Institutional Saga	

“An institutional legend or saga, located between ideology 
and religion, partakes of an appealing logic on one hand and 
sentiments similar to the spiritual on the other. Universities 
develop over time such an intentionality about institutional 
life, a saga, which then results in unifying the institution in 
shaping its purpose.” 
“An institutional saga may be found in many forms, through 
mottoes, traditions, and ethos. It might consist of long-
standing practices or unique roles played by an institution, or 
even in the images held in the minds (and hearts) of students, 
faculty, and alumni.” 
     Burton R. Clark, UCLA 
Some Examples	

  Yale University (my own alma mater) 
  Harvard University 
  MIT 
  Virginia 
  Notre Dame 
  Big Ten universities 
  Stanford University 










Leadership?	

  Willam Howard Taft 
  George H. Bush 
  George W. Bush 
  William Clinton 
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  Willam Howard Taft 
  George H. Bush 
  George W. Bush 
  William Clinton 
  Gerald R. Ford 
  (and Joe Lieberman, John Kerry, Howard Dean, and 
Hillary Clinton…) 






































A Warning to University Presidents	

Although university presidents can influence the saga of their 
university, they also must recognize that these characteristics 
provide the framework for their role, capable both of enhancing 
and constraining their actions. 
Successful presidents are attentive to an institution’s saga, carefully 
aligning their own tenure of leadership with its elements. 
Presidents either ignorant or dismissive of the institutional saga of 
their university have little impact and rarely last more than a brief 
period. 

